FORGIVENESS
What does it Mean?
By Larry Yeagley

M

s. Schalk, my third- and forthhearts!—and be their God. And they will be my
grade teacher, asked me to draw
people. . . . I’ll wipe the slate clean for each of
seasonal landscapes on the realthem. I’ll forget they eve sinned!”
slate blackboards on one side of
the classroom. She preserved my masterpieces
Time has replaced the old slate blackboards
for a week, long enough for classmates and other
with white-boards. I hate using them. The
teachers to aﬃrm me. They considered me the
fumes from the felt-tipped pens irritate my eyes
resident artist in the Cornwall,
and the marks don’t erase easily.
Pennsylvania, elementary school.
Forgiveness means a gift. Sometimes the current writing
is diﬃcult to read because of the
Arithmetic was another story. Ms. Schalk sent
traces of previous inscriptions. But God is not
us to the front blackboard to solve problems.
hampered by poor-quality writing tools. His
Despite counting on my ﬁngers and major
forgiveness eliminates the shadows of the past
guessing, my blundering was in chalk for all to
so they don’t blur the clarity and meaning of
see. The teacher pointed out my mistakes, but
the present. He knows that we can’t grow and
the rationale behind the problem still remained
be happy when we continue to drag past failures
unclear in my mind. Her command to erase
behind us. The Lord knows it is impossible to
and take my seat came as a welcome relief, but
look to the future with hope and certainty when
sometimes my chalk marks remained faintly
the past continues to plague us. For this reason
visible.
He has provided the gift of forgiveness for every
person in the world.
After school the janitor washed the blackboard
with a large sponge, vanishing all the ghosts of
Did you notice the word “gift?” Forgiveness
my faulty calculations. The next day I could look
means a gift. We can do nothing to earn or
at the blackboard without shame.
deserve it. It does not depend on achievement
or moral standing. Wiping away the past comes
Wiping the slate clean—that’s what God’s
straight from God’s heart. Forgiveness is what
forgiveness means to me. Eugene H. Peterson
God is. That’s His nature. It has been said that
used this analogy in his paraphrase of Jeremiah
both heaven and hell contain only forgiven
31:33, 34: “This is the brand-new covenant that
sinners. The diﬀerence rests in the reception or
I will make with Israel when the time comes. I
the rejection of the gift.
will put my law within them—write it on their
38 SHABBAT SHALOM

A young Baptist seminarian was having a diﬃcult
time adjusting to her mother’s death. After the
funeral she had to go through her mother’s house
and prepare for an estate sale. Being an only
child, she had no family support in the diﬃcult
task. The real blow came when she walked into
a storage room behind the furnace. There she
found numerous black plastic backs containing
all the gifts she had sent to her mother during
the past eight years. The mother had opened
none of them.

Forgiveness involves light---light that invades the
dark corners of guilt and shame. It illuminates all
who are aware of being lost, last, least, and little.
This light pierces the abyss of meaninglessness
and penetrates the densest condition of
sinfulness.

I often think of that young woman and ask
myself how God must feel when His gift of
unconditional forgiveness remains untouched.

I learned to appreciate light while visiting
hospice patients for 20 years. Take Madeline, for
instance. She was bedfast in a dingy room. Heavy
green shades at every window blocked the warm
Texas sunlight. In the dimness she recited all her
aches and paines. She told me that she doubted
her family’s love and didn’t hold out much hope
of God being interested in her.

Once I noticed a woman approaching the service
counter at a Dillard’s department store. In her
arms she carried a bundle of new clothing,
Christmas gifts from friends and family. She
insisted that all the items had been purchased
at Dillard’s, but the clerk ﬁrmly repeated that no
Dillard’s store carried the lines of clothing in her
pile.

On the second visit I swept into her room saying,
“Oh, what a grand sunny day. Let’s open up our
hearts and let the sun shine in!” Instantly I threw
up the shades and placed my dulcimer across
my knees. Then I played and sang, “Heavenly
sunshine, heavenly sunshine, ﬂooding my soul
with glory divine; heavenly sunshine, heavenly
sunshine, Hallelujah! Jesus is mine.”

The woman’s embarrassed husband could remain
quiet no longer. “June,” he yelled, “why can’t you
accept a gift just once in your life? Why can’t you
accept a gift of love and be happy? I’m leaving!”

Her daughter heard the music and quickly
entered the room with her accordion. All three
of us broke into singing and praised God for His
love. The light turned a morgue-like place into a
temple of joy.

The pile of clothing represented expressions of
love, whether or not the woman received and
wore them. The same is true of God’s forgiveness.
An expression of His love, it never changes. The
Giver cannot withdraw it. To do so would be
contrary to God’s nature. Grateful persons who
know the nature of their own sin and the price
God paid to make forgiveness possible can accept
it. Or those insensitive to their need and its cost
can spurn it.

God cannot tolerate darkness. Once darkness
covered the face of the earth, but God said, “Let
there be light” (Gen. 1:3). The darkness of sin
invaded God’s perfect world, but immediately the
light of forgiveness went into action, persisting
and insisting on restoration in spite of rejection
and rebellion.

Forgiveness means a gift. Any attempt to deserve
it on my part dishonors God. Every argument
designed to make His forgiveness conditional
reveals an ignorance of His unchanging love.

The light of forgiveness became permanent
through the life, death, and resurrection of
incarnate God. “In Him was life, and the life was
the light of men. The light shines in the darkness.
. . . There was the true Light which, coming into
the world, enlightens every man” ( John 1:4-9).

Forgiveness represents a new way of life, a work in progress, an exciting journey through the
valley of self-emptying to the mountaintop feast of God’s grace, and to the lowlands of human
suffering and spiritual poverty, where we drop judgmentalism and lift the downtrodden and
the discouraged.
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Thelightof forgivenesspromotesspiritualgrowth
that sets in motion a chain reaction of healing,
warmth, and welcome. It is the foundation of
God’s community, enabling it to demonstrate
God’s true nature to the world.

that He ‘will abundantly pardon,’ He adds, as if
the meaning of that promise exceeded all that we
could comprehend: ‘My thoughts are not your
thoughts, neither are your ways my ways, saith
the Lord. For as the heavens are higher than the
earth, so are my ways higher than your ways,
I saw this quality of light demonstrated in Luray
and my thoughts higher than your thoughts’ (Isa
Caverns in Virginia. My family
55:7-9). God’s forgiveness is not
and I followed the guide to the Forgiveness—is a way of life, a merely a judicial act by which He
lowest bowels of the cave. There ﬁdelity learned on our journey sets us free from condemnation.
he asked us to stand quietly while
It is not only forgiveness for sin,
he extinguished every light in the toward holiness in God’s but reclaiming from sin. It is the
cave.After a few moments of total eschatological Kingdom.
outﬂow of redeeming love that
darkness an emotional heaviness
transforms the heart” (Thoughts
enshrouded me like a cold, wet garment. Finally
from the Mount of Blessing [Washington, D.C.:
the guide announced that he was going to turn
Review and Herald Pub. Assn., 1956], p. 114).
on a light equivalent to one candle. What a
diﬀerence! Gradually he restored the warmth of
Forgiveness represents a new way of life, a work
full lighting. He concluded the demonstration by
in progress, an exciting journey through the
playing a great hymn of assurance on the organ
valley of self-emptying to the mountaintop feast
that used stalactites instead of pipes. What a
of God’s grace, and to the lowlands of human
contrast with the forbidding darkness!
suﬀering and spiritual poverty, where we drop
judgmentalism and lift the downtrodden and
Forgiveness means transformation at a great
the discouraged. Such forgiveness invites us to
price. Sin threatens to destroy our inbuilt
be a cooperative partner in God’s redemptive
capacity to have close fellowship with God. It has
activities. I learned this only after a painful
short-circuited our communication with Him
struggle.
and others until it has nearly eﬀaced His image,
but, thank God, there is a remedy. Forgiveness
When I was young I viewed God as a divine
accompanied by Holy Spirit power restores and
scorekeeper. Every night I confessed my obvious
transforms us—and enables us to see how much
faults, then I spent a long time trying to recollect
it cost God.
every tiny infringement of the rules. Three
and four times each night I slid out of bed and
Alister E. McGrath states: “The cross brings
quickly confessed some perceived sin. Frequently
home to us the deep hurt and pain which our
I struggled with the thought that maybe I
sin causes God. In Christ, God makes clear how
would remain unforgiven if I missed even one
painful and costly true forgiveness really is. The
wrongdoing. Often I fell asleep while combing
oﬀer of forgiveness of our sins is both deeply
my memory for some unconfessed weakness.
humiliating because it forces us to recognize and
acknowledge our sin; it is satisfying because the
Once I heard about a young girl who went through
very oﬀer of forgiveness implies that God treats
the same struggle. She asked her pastor about it.
us as important to him” (Understanding Jesus
“Mary,” he replied, “God’s forgiveness is already
[Grand Rapids: Sondervan Publishing House,
yours. Kneel by your bed each night and tell
1987]).
Jesus you are opening your life to Him. Confess
your obvious sins, then thank Him for His gift
God’s heart is set on transforming us because
of forgiveness. Crawl under the covers and tell
we are important to Him. We may never fully
yourself that you are forgiven, not because you
understand our value to Him. Ellen G. White
feel like it, but because God faithfully promised
observed: “Forgiveness has a broader meaning
to cleanse you from all unrighteousness.”
than many suppose.When God gives the promise
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That story brought me peace. When I opened
nor is it something that merely refers backward.
myself to the forgiveness that God had already
Rather, Christian forgiveness—and more
provided for me and then thanked Him for it
speciﬁcally, forgiveness—is a way of life, a ﬁdelity
every day, my focus turned to others. A fatherly
learned on our journey toward holiness in God’s
lay pastor invited me to join other youth in
eschatological Kingdom. It is a way of life that
singing for the sick, renovating The meaning of forgiveness is requires the ever-deepening and
a ﬁre-damaged home for a single
ever-widening sense of what
mother, and helping neighbors. as broad as there are people friendship with God and God’s
The joy of sharing with others who receive the gift.
creatures entails” (Embodying
convinced me that God and I
Forgiveness [Grand Rapids:
were walking together. That realization delivered
Eerdmans, 1995], pp. 66, 67). The meaning of
me from unhealthy introspection. The joy of
forgiveness is as broad as there are people who
sharing forgiveness and other graces with people
receive the gift.
around me produced a sense of completeness.
L. Gregory Jones summed it up well: “Christian
forgiveness is not simply a word of acquittal;

Excerpt from Larry Yeagley, God’s Gift of Forgiveness
(Hagerstown, MD: Review and Herald Publishing
Association, 2002), 7-13.
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